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Introduction

I. What Is Literature?

Since the word “literature” came into English in the fourteenth century, there have been various
attempts to define it. Usually it is defined as “imaginative” writing in the sense of “novel” or “poetry.” But
even the briefest reflection on what people commonly include under the heading of literature suggests that
this will not do. Seventeenth-century English literature includes Shakespeare, Webster and Milton; but it
also stretches to the essays of Francis Bacon, the sermons of John Donne and Bunyan’s spiritual
autobiography. It might even at a pinch be taken to encompass Hobbes’s Leviathan or Clarendon’s
History of the Rebellion. However, English literature in the nineteenth century usually includes Lamb but
not Bentham, Macaulay but not Marx, Mill but not Darwin or Herbert Spencer. The early American
literature also includes the histories, travel accounts, biographies, diaries, letters, autobiographies, sermons,
and political writings, such as Francis Higginson’s New England’s Plantation (1630), Benjamin
Franklin’s Autobiography (1771-1790), Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence (1776), Thomas
Paine’s political pamphlet Common Sense (1776).

From this we can see, Eng]ish and American literature in the early period referred to the whole body
of valued writing in society, whether factual or fictional: philosophy, history, essays and letters as well as
dramas, poems. But since nineteenth century, literature has meant the high skills of writing in the special
context of high imagination. A distinction between “fact” and “fiction”, then, seems unlikely to lead us to
the proper definition of literature. Maybe one of the best ways for us to define literature is to make clear
the origin of literature. That is, whence comes literature?

Literature derives from human interest in telling a story, in arranging words in artistic forms, in
describing in words some aspects of our human experiences. This human activity shows human desire to
express and share experiences. Almost every one has such literary impulse, but only the writer can tum
this impulse into literary form: a story, a poem, a play, or an essay, by the use of language. In this way, it
can be appreciated by others. Therefore, literature can be defined as language artistically used to achieve
identifiable literary qualities and to express significant messages. And literature is characterized with
beauty of expression and form and with universality of intellectual and emotional appeal.

As an ar, literature is not only a revelation of individual thoughts, desires, or existence, but also a
reflection of the social relationship and social existence of the individual and the whole human beings as
well. So creative artistic literature presents one of the essential sources for studying the relation between
humanity and society. Great works of literature enable us to study people’s approach to life and their ways
of living and thinking. Literature embodies not only the socialized behavior of individuals, but also the
process of their socialization as well; it speaks not only of individual experience, but also of the meaning
of that experience. In this sense, literature is a mode of existing, a part of social practice and a process in
which we realize ourselves.

II. What Is the Function of Literature?

First, literature serves the function of more than turning a mirror in the representation of human life.
That's to say, literature is not a direct record or copy of human history and human affairs, it is an artistic
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creation based on reality. We know that literature tells us not only what a society is like in a certain age, but
also what individuals feel about it, and what they react to it. The portrait of what the fictional characters
see and experience and what they desire, hope, and dream reveals the social situation of a certain historical
period. The social meanings of the inner life of the individual are also associated with the central problems
of social change. In this sense, literature functions somewhat as a mirror to reflect social and individual
life.

But the writer of literature is not bound to fact in quite the same way as the historian, the economist or
the scientist, whose studies are completely based on what has happened in the real world. The writer of
literature has less limitation, but more freedom to comment on the fact, to speculate upon its cause and
effect, and to adapt it for literary use. In this way, literature is not a copy, but more than a copy of what
exists in reality. It is imaginative, interpretative as well as factual. It reflects a special view of human
existence.

Second, literature helps to broaden and deepen our knowledge of human life and human experience.
Since literature is, to an extent, a record of human history and human affairs, it can offer us knowledge of
and insight into the nature of reality. Our interest in reading lies partly in the fact that in the process of
reading we acquire plenty of information of human affairs from the past to the present. Because the writer
of literature is full of perceptive or prophetic vision of human life, their writing, whether in the form of a
story, a poem, a play, Or an essay, can give us an insight into the tradition, custom, beliefs, attitudes,
folklore, and values of the age in which it is written.

On the other hand, because literature is closely related to human experience, it can shad light on the
complexity and ambiguity of human experiences and thus broadens readers’ awareness of the possibilities
of experiences. In this way, literature not only allows us a chance to participate in the experience of others,
but also tries to influence our attitudes and expectations. For some people, it is a channel to get them
familiar with a large experience. For others, it is an indirect way to obtain a philosophical or moral
guidance. Therefore, literature not only offers us some new piece of information that broadens our
knowledge of the world, but also provides a guidance for us on our life roads and enriches our life
experiences indirectly.

Finally, the function of literature is to entertain. In his "Defense of 'An Essay on Dramatic Poesy",
John Dryden, the father of English literary criticism, remarks: “Delight is the chief, if not the only, end of
poetry; instruction can be admitted but in the second place, for poesy only instructs as it delights.”” Apart
from its function of informing, teaching, and moralizing, literature is primarily to give pleasure, to
entertain those who voluntarily attend to it. Literature can delight readers in different ways from the most
humorous and sensational to the most philosophical and profound, from the most absurd and comic to the
most common place and tragic. The basic entertaining element of literature is the direct illusion of "real”
life created in literary writing, which brings us back to the realities of human situations, problems, feelings,
and relationships.

In addition, literature offers us an exciting narrative. It involves readers into a strange, interesting or
adventurous life never experienced in their own. Thus, literature can temporarily lead readers away from
their own time and place, sending them to some imaginary world that is completely foreign to them before.
When readers are preoccupied with reading, they will forget their problems, troubles and obligations of
everyday life for the time being. It is people’s common desire to seek témporary relaxation from the
pressure and burden in modem life. Reading of literature can fulfill this desire and make people
entertained in a desired period of time.



III. How Do We Appreciate Literature?

Many students are fond of literature and can be deeply moved by the characterization of a novel or
enchanted by the plot of a play. But when they are asked to tell why the novel or the play is good, they
don’t know how to comment on it because they don’t know from what perspective or in what way to
appreciate or to criticize it. This is the common problem faced by many non-literature-majored students.
So they are eager to leam a simple formula that will set them straight once and for all concerning this
vague and vast field of literature located somewhere between education and entertainment. However,
there is no simple formula with which people can deal with the complexity and diversity of literature.
Then how can people set about studying literature? Fortunately, in the exploration of literature, there are
three basic approaches, that is, analytical, thematic, and historical approaches, which are helpful both for
the leamers and researchers of literature.

1. Analytical Approach

In the analysis of literature, the most frequently employed method is, perhaps, the analytical approach.
The main concemn of this approach is the basic elements of literary forms, such as a story, a poem, a play,
or an essay. For example, the basic elements of fiction comprise plot, character, setting, point of view,
theme, symbol, allegory, style, and tone. As for poetry, it also contains the critical terms of basic elements:
meter, rhyme, stanza and etc. The basic elements in a drama include dialogue, story, character, and action.
All these elements in a literary work relate to each other and integrate into a whole. If students can master
these basic literary elements, they will have common language or common ground in the discussion,
analysis, research and evaluation of a literary writing.

Usually when we analyze the different elements in a literary work, we will raise some basic questions
for us to answer, for instance, 1) Is the setting important? If so, what is its function? Is it used to reveal,
reinforce, or influence character, plot, or theme? 2) What methods does the author employ to establish and
reveal the characters? Are the methods primarily of showing or telling? 3) What is the point of view: who
talks to the reader? Is the point of view consistent throughout the work or does it shift in some way? 4)
What is the thyme scheme in the poem? What is the metrical pattern in the poem? 5) What stylistic devices
contribute most to the play’s dialogue? By asking and answering this kind of questions, students will be
able to find out what is the writing style of the literary work and what is good and what is not so good in the
writer’s treatment of the subject,

2. Thematic Approach

The thematic approach is mainly concemed with the ideas and the themes of a literary writing.
Literature is a reflection of human existence and human experience, then, our use of the thematic approach
is to dig out what is represented about life and society in a literary work. By using this approach, we can
obtain some philosophical and generalized ideas about peace and war, participation and alienation,
friendship and hatred, men and women, responsibility and desertion, as well as the meaning of existence,
the nature of humanity, the reality of love, death, society, individual, and so on.

3. Historical Approach
It has been more than two thousands of years since the appearance of literature in the world. The early
form of literature involves the folktales, the ballads, the fables, the myths and legends, either in the form of
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verse or prose. As the time passed by, different kinds of essays, dramas, and novels have appeared. The
purpose of the historical approach is to illustrate the historical development of literature. By the means of
this approach, students will learn that every literary work bears the unmistakable imprint of the period and
culture in which it is written and that many of the writing methods and techniques which are frequently
used today result from a process of slow, irregular experimentation and innovation. Furthermore, students
will be aware that in every historical period there is a dominant literary school or trend that influences the
author’s outlook on life and society, his or her treatment of the subject matter and the theme of a writing,
and his or her writing style and technique. In the literary history, there have existed such literary schools as
classicism, romanticism, realism, naturalism, modernism, and postmodernism. Each mode of the literary
trends reflects the prevailing ideas and the main writing features in a certain period of time.

In the study of literature, the three approaches should be employed synthetically, otherwise, we can
not have a deep understanding and a thorough analysis of a literary writing. The reason is that the three
approaches are interrelated. The historical approach demands the mastery of the basic elements of literature,
and the purpose of our studying a literary work by analyzing the writing style and technique as well as the
literary forms is to reveal how the style and technique contribute to the expression of human life and society.
This book is to provide a detailed explanation of the literary terms and the basic elements of prose, novel,
poem, and drama. It also let us get familiar with the different literary schools and writing styles by selecting
somne famous English and American writers’ works with emphasis both on theme and style.



Chapter One Essay

I. WhatIs Essay?

“Essay” derives from the French essai, meaning “‘experiment,” “attempt.” As a literary term it is used
to cover an enormous range of composition, from schoolboy exercises to thorough scientific and
philosophical works, the only quality in common being the implied desire of the writer to reserve to himself
some freedom of treatment. But the essay is also a recognized literary form in a more defined sense: it is
understood to be a fairly short prose composition, in style often familiarly conversational and in subject
either self-revelatory or illustrative (more or less humorously) of social manners and types. The originator
of the form was the great French writer Michel de Montaigne (1533-92).

Montaigne’s essays were published in completed form in 1596, and translated by John Florio into
English (1603). His starting-point is “Que sais-je?” (“What do I know?”) and it lead him into a serious
inquiry into his own nature as he feels it, and into investigations of facts, ideas, and experiences as he
responds to them. In this way, Montaigne initiated a kind of essay, which centers on moral preach with its
thesis based on some anecdotes and lessons. As a matter of fact, this sort of essays is a kind of graceful art
that reflects personal experience and possesses some biographical elements. It is deliberately worked out
and carefully elaborated, at least, in style, so it is not as frank as a repentant writing. In 1597 the first great
English essayist, Francis Bacon, published his first collection of essays, of a very different kind: they are
impersonal and aphoristic, weightily sententious. The character writers, Sir Thomas Overbury and John
Earle (1601?7-65) use the classical model of the Greek writer Theophrastus, reminding one that with so
indefinite a form it is impossible to be oo precise about the dating of starting-points. Abraham Cowley
published the first essays in English closely corresponding to what is now understood by the form, and
perhaps shows the first sign of its degeneracy: easiness of tone, which in Montaigne is a graciousness of
manner introducing a serious and interesting personality, but which in less interesting writers may be an
agreeable cover for saying nothing in particular.

In the early years of 18" C Addison and Steele firmly established what is now known as the
“periodical essay”—a kind of higher journalism, intended often to please rather than instruct, but in their
case to instruct through pleasure. In creations such as Sir Roger de Coverley, they developed the
Theophrastian character into a personal, idiosyncratic portrait anticipating the characterization of the
novelists a little later in the century. Their graciousness and lightness of tone take point and interest from
their serious and conscious social purpose. Dr Johnson in The Rambler and in his essays as “The Idler”
used the weighty, impressive style soon to be regarded as unsuitable for the medium. Oliver Goldsmith in
The Citizen of the World (1762) perfected the graceful, witty manner which came to be considered ideal for
it.

If 18" C was what may be called the golden age of the English essay, the early 19", in the work of
Charles Lamb, William Hazlitt, Leigh Hunt and De Quincey, was perhaps its silver age. In these writers,
social comment combines with a confessional, autobiographical element which had never been so
prominent in the English essay before. This was true to the autobiographical spirit of so much 19%-century
literature. These essayists were links between the early Romantic poets—especially Wordsworth—and the
mid-Victorian novelists; they shared the close interest in material surroundings characteristic of those poets,
and their essays often contained character delineations related to such environmental settings. The earliest
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